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uneasy choice because it seems to confirm long-held assumptions (of speakers of
Standard English) that (post)colonial Englishes are inherently vulgar and cannot be
employed for any other function than abuse anyway. Furthermore, the titling of the
“concrete” as opposed to “abstract” plays with but also confirms another common
argument used to exclude non-standard languages, indigenous languages or Creoles
from academic discourse: it is often claimed that these languages do not possess the
vocabulary of science, that they cannot express abstract thought, etc. While it may be
debatable whether or not it is desirable to keep up the dividing lines, the use of
linguistic relativity as a justification for them is clearly wrong, After all, languages can
enlarge their vocabulary (e.g. by borrowing or semantic extension, etc.) and take on
new functions which they previously did not fulfil.

The second example is taken from an unpublished conference paper where again
two different versions of the same content are given. The oral presentation was given
in the version in the left column, Guyanese Creole, whereas the Standard English
version in the right column served as a translation.

Ex.: 2: Devonish (1994)

Kyaribiiyan Ruuts Langgwij, Nyuu Taim Caribbean ~ Vemnacular ~ Languages,

Sapii and Fiilinz fo Neeshan
Fo Staat Aaf

Hou piipl taak iz wan ting doz prapa mek dem fiil
se dem biilaangs togeda. Huu taak laik matii doz
fiil se dem iz matii. An huu doz doon taak laik
dem, no dem matii. Nof taim, wan set a piipl doz
mek op dem main se hou dem taak speshal. An
den, dem doz staat biiliiv se a no jos di taak wa
speshal bot di piip! wa taakin, to. An az fo huu no
taak speshal taak, dem no speshal niida. Wel, iz
so fiilinz fo langgwij doz staat. An fiilinz fo
langgwij doz ton fiilinz fo neeshan. So, fo yu
biilaangs to wan neeshan, nof taim di neeshan
langgwij ga fo bii yu ruuts langgwij.

L]

Technology and National Consciousness
Introduction

Shared speech is a very important means of
creating common identity. The absence of shared
speech, on the other hand, serves to exclude those
who do not belong within the common identity. It
is very often the case that a group of people come
to regard their speech as in some way special.
They then begin to transfer this feeling of
specialness from their language to themselves, its
speakers. As for those who are not perceived as
sharing the special common speech, they come to
be regarded as the very opposite of special. It is
by this means that language consciousness
becomes converted into national consciousness.
Often, therefore, to belong to a national group, the
language of that national group has to be one’s
native/vemnacular language.

L]

While the oral version does not pose any problems of understanding to people who
have had exposure to Caribbean Creoles, the written version clearly provides a
challenge even (and probably most) for native speakers in that it uses an orthography
which is fairly consistently phonemic (the Cassidy orthography) but is not commonly
used by, for instance, creative writers. The advantages of an orthography which was
designed by linguists as an attempt to standardize Creole over an idiosyncratic Creole
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orthography, which is close to English spelling conventions, lies in the fact that it
creates a greater visible distance to English and thus psychologically reduces the
stigma of representing merely a “broken English” or “dialect.” For any attempt to use
Creole as a writing language with a wider range of functions, a standardized version
which is furthest removed from English orthography will have greater chances to be
takep seriously. The psycholegical effects can probably best be detected (and tested) in
a third, very interesting example where the author, in a text which deals with orality in
Jamaican writing, switches in the middle of the chapter from Standard English to
Jamaican Creole (Cassidy orthography), citing also a part of The Sistren Theatre
Collective’s Lionheart Gal

Ex. 3: Carolyn Cooper (1993)

My analysis of the testimonies of the women of Sistren — their verbal acts of
introspective self-disclosure — will now proceed in Jamaican. I use the Cassidy
orthography which differs markedly from the English-oriented orthography of the
Lionheart Gal text.

“We come together and talk our life story and put it in a lickle scene.”
(p.72) A so Ava se Sistrin staat aaf: a tel wananada stuori. So yu tel, mi
tel, so tel di huol a wi fain out se a di wan stuori wi a tel: Uman stuori.
Die siem ting uova an uova. Bot it no iizi fi get op tel piipl yu bizniz ma!
It tek plenti haat. So Foxy se iina fi har stuori. She se:

Plenty women used to talk bout di children dat we have and di baby-faada
problem.‘At first me was shy to talk about myself. Di impression women
always give me is dat dem is a set of people who always lap dem tail, tek
yuh name spread table cloth. [....] ([Sistren] p.253.)

(Cassidy orthography in bold print, S.M.)

By placing these different varieties and orthographies next to one another on the same
page, Cooper not only “engage[s] in an experimental Jamaican subversion of the
authority in English as our exclusive voice of scholarship” (91); she also makes a
deliberate choice for her own Creole voice in the option which is more autonomous
from the English spelling. As in Devonish’s example (Ex. 2), a greater effort is
demanded from the reader used to English (which also applies to speakers of Creole)
for the sz}ke of a greater and more consistent visible distance to English.3

Written in a language which has primarily been used for oral purposes, the
Creole text by Devonish seems to address not only the issue of writing in minority
languages but also to cross boundaries of register in that it does not and cannot employ
established academic jargon in the same way as Standard English. While a detailed
text analysis may not be in place in the context of this paper, a few features may be
worthwhile pointing out: it is notable that Devonish’s Creole text is much shorter than
the English translation and he uses fewer words in the Creole text. A greater semantic

3 As reading is very much a process of recognition of familiar pattemns this would apply for any new
orthography and would resolve itself simply by using this orthography.
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transparency (one word=one meaning) offered in the Creole texts seems to counteract
the power strategies of academic jargon. Oral strategies like addressing the reader,
using the first person pronoun, etc. may additionally serve to “re-personalize” and “re-
humanize” the use of language in an academic context. This, however, is very likely to
be subject to change (through borrowings, new word formations, etc.) once a language
is regularly used for scholarly writing. While the question of which language to use in
academic writing may be more easily solved by conscious choice, the question of
register may sooner or later emerge in any language used for this purpose.

These examples of scholarly writing are still in their experimental stages but they
should serve to create an awareness of the boundaries which are created by language
differences between creative/academic writing and the power relationships which are
reflected in these, and — who knows—they may even inspire some further
experiments.
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The Position of the Critic in Post-Colonial Studies:
‘In the beginning is the relation’

ANNE ZIMMERMANN

People often forget that published texts are transactional.
Gayatri C. Spivak, “Strategy, Identity, Writing” 36

Current debates among theorists and critics in post-colonial studies often reflect an
anxiety about the role of the intellectual and about two attitudinal dead-ends that s/he
is faced with, which, for the sake of simplicity, I will refer to here as elizism and
essentialism. These two attitudes — or academic positions — were also the object of
concerned debate in the Frankfurt workshop for which this paper was originally
written, and the present version has profited a great deal from the discussions we had
on the possibility and desirability of “reading the subaltern.” After characterizing
clitism and essentialism from a pragmatic point of view, I propose to briefly outline
some theoretical, critical, and institutional practices that might allow us to avoid
slipping into roles which contradict the implicit or explicit ideological thrust of post-
colonial studies. For strategic purposes, I am generalizing and assuming that post-
colonial studies are motivated by a common anti-imperialist interest, hope, or
ideology. Needless to say, such a generalization renders invisible the disagreements
that have arisen diachronically and synchronically within the field, and it ignores the
unavowed interest(s) of academic institutions and individuals when they construct it

discursively as a field; also, it provisionally overrides important geopolitical -

differences. My aim in this paper, however, is not to examine where, how, and why
elitism and essentialism crop up. Instead, I want to suggest possibilities of dealing with
their resurgence in our academic work when they are undesired and disturbing.

Elitism lurks when theorists and critics are led to rely on the prestige of
institutional authorization. By contributing to, or reproducing a discourse that is
legitimated by a high level of academic currency (and sometimes fashionable
abstraction) within an institution traditionally based on the socio-economic values of
competition and individualism, academics run the risk of reproducing forms of
imperialism that they have actually set out to criticize as inadmissible. One example of
the fear of elitism is perceptible in a frequent objection to the very term “post-
colonial”: the theoretical impetus of post-colonial studies, critics of the term argue, is
fundamentally Euro- or US-centric because the prefix “post-” is associated with
postmodernism and post-structuralism, and both of these terms have been circulating
as the pivotal concepts of powerful and often idiosyncratic master-discourses.!

1 The range of misgivings against the term is far greater, of course, and the objections themselves far
more detailed and profound; in particular, there is a strong rejection of its confused and confusing
reference to historicity. See for example Anne McClintock, “The Angel of Progress: Pitfalls of the
Term ‘Post-colonialism’,” or Vijay Mishra and Bob Hodge, “What is Post(-) colonialism?”
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Theorists and critics are confronted with the second dead-end, essentialism, when
they are led to rely on the legitimation conferred to the speaking and/or writing subject
by nativeness. This legitimation may be afforded either by the subject’s or by the
object’s biography or skin colour: “my justification to talk about Maori writing,” a
critic may believe and argue, “comes from my being a Maori;” or, “my justification to
talk about subalternity comes from the fact that the author of the text 'm discussing is
a Native American and that I take into account her/his minority position.” (My use of
the concepts of subject and object, here, is intentionally pre-poststructuralist: the critic
is the speaking/writing subject of the discourse whose object is the writer or the
writer’s work. The usefulness and desirability of this dichotomy will be questioned
below.) The danger of such an attitude is that the critic or theorist limits her/his
position to a form of essentialism that may well backfire, since the concept of
nativeness usually refers to an otherness that is easily objectified, exoticized,
dehistoricized, and commodified, and therefore plays into the imperialist discourse
rather than critiquing it.

My pragmatic definition of the terms elitism and essentialism does not
presuppose that they are opposites, since I have not set them up in a dichotomous
structure: as attitudes, then, they are not mutually exclusive. Therefore, we need to be
aware of the fact that if a theorist or critic holds one of these positions, this does not
necessarily exclude his or her taking up the other at the same time. Indeed, when both
are combined, we have perhaps the most problematic form of post-colonial theory or
criticism: it will be either unwittingly collusive or depend on a comprador attitude. In
fact, neither position profits the cause of post-colonial studies as it seems to be
defended by Bhabha and Spivak, for example, or by Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin in
the now canonical Empire Writes Back. Nor does it profit the more restricted field of
professional activity in which I understand myself as working: post-colonial literary
criticism.? The question is, then, how can the dead-ends of elitism and essentialism be
avoided? By more or by less theory? More deconstruction, more wholism, more, or
less ideological critique?

To my mind, no method, approach, or theory should be thought of as a guarantee
in itself against the danger of neo-imperialism; nor should one believe that a disavowal
of theory will allow us to avoid its inherent pitfalls. Indeed, our activity as critics is
always necessarily an intervention within one or several socio-cultural processes, since
it involves some form of direct or indirect interaction with other people. This, rather

she contends that some of “the most radical criticism coming out of the West today is the result of an
interested desire to conserve the subject of the West, or the West as Subject” [271]; this statement
has to be related to what she holds against Foucault and his followers: the concept of “power,” she
maintains, now “fills the empty place of the agent with the historical sun of theory, the Subject of
Europe” [274]). Many other examples of significant critiques of the term “post-colonial” and its
implications could be listed, but it has not been my aim to embark on a critique of the term itself;
instead, as I have already mentioned, for strategic purposes I take its current institutionalization
provisionally for granted.

2 In my use of this expression, the critical activity and the object of criticism (and teaching) can no
longer be defined as entities that are clearly separate and organized in the way suggested by the
above distinction between subject and object.
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than the appropriateness or the perfect coherence of (a) theory, is what we need to
reflect on if we feel concerned by the elitism or the essentialism of our own or
someone else’s work. In order to do this, we need to understand how and why both
literary criticism and theorizing involve a politics of identity. Thus, to answer the
questions “what role does, respectively should a post-colonial critic take on?” and
“what strategies of reading should s/he apply?” we need not so much choose one
theory or method rather than another: instead, I would like to argue here, we first have
to understand what identity is. Also, we must explore what the implications are of the
various concepts of identity on which theoretical and critical positions rely. Finally, it
would be necessary to investigate which significance the writing and/or reading of
literary writing and literary criticism have in specific situations, and to discuss the
politics of identity involved by their being written and/or read; in other words, to
examine their material production as cultural objects that may take on a variety of
values depending on the interactional context. Obviously, this is a vast programme;
while I can offer a concrete set of assumptions regarding the concept of identity, I can
only briefly touch on the other two tasks.

In the above argument, I have placed the term identity within the context of
politics rather than metaphysics. Indeed, an ontological discussion of the term would
not be an appropriate response to the question of the role of the post-colonial critic. In
fact, the inclusion of the terms “subaltern” and “reading” in the title of the 1996
Frankfurt workshop points towards a very specific concern with an ethical and social
undertone: that of wanting to reflect on the indirect (and perhaps also direct) effect of
our activity on the constituencies represented culturally by the literatures that we
discuss.

This concern presupposes a complex understanding of representation, the
elements of which are inevitably linked: on the one hand we have the notion that
reality can be portrayed, mirrored, or described (“re-presented”) with the help of the
medium of language. On the other we have the idea that “re-presentation” involves
interaction and power relationships between people (in the sense of political
representation).> Therefore, if the representation of the post-colonial is an issue at
stake in our critical and theoretical discourse, the concept of identity we need to
develop has to take into account not only the semiotic aspect of representation, but also
the contingency of acts of representation, as well as the desire for agency implied or
expressed through representation. Indeed, the general ideological thrust of (Western)
post-colonial studies as it has tended to be expressed at conferences and in research in
the past decade relies on the assumption that the constituencies represented by post-
colonial literatures instrumentalize literary discourse as a means of self-representation,
i.e. as a means of gaining control over processes of identification as well as over
agency, both of which are usually defined as having been repressed and manipulated

3 Spivak underlines the necessity of dealing with such a double understanding of representation by
referring to the possibility of translating the term in German with two different words: Darstellung
and Vertretung. She is in fact implicitly alluding to a complex philosophical and political question
that has been a recurring issue in the Western world (see “Can the Subaltem Speak?” 275).
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by the colonial masters in order to maintain their political and economic power.* Such
an instrumentalization is usually accepted as legitimate and necessary, while the
critic’s act of representing post-colonial literature with the help of (Western) theory is
often perceived as a problematic form of appropriation.

Strictly ~speaking, this is a contradiction, since in the first case,
instrumentalization of representation and subject-constitution through discourse is
deemed a possible and desirable premise — notwithstanding Spivak’s conclusion that
the “subaltern cannot speak” (“Subaltern” 308)° — whereas in the second it becomes
(self-)problematical. Does such a contradiction mean the end of enquiry? Does it
cancel the validity of the double statement about representation or make it such an
aporetic problem that it cannot be dealt with? My contention is that from a pragmatic
point of view, the contradiction does not constitute a foreclosure. Indeed, it is simply
due to a shift in perspective and can therefore easily be accounted for: while post-
colonial critics usually presuppose and hope that the colonized can speak for herself or
himself and therefore actively resist the power of the colonizer through a form of
counter-discourse, they feel uncomfortable with the idea that they, as critics, could
(want to) become the colonized’s proxy; the anxiety is all the more justified if a critic
has made a name for her/himself in the academic world and her/his word becomes
something of a law. We are therefore not dealing with a methodological contradiction
here, but with the logical consequence of an ethical doubt.¢

Having suggested how I perceive the connection between the concepts of
representation and identity within post-colonial studies, I would now like to focus
more closely on the latter concept, keeping in mind the three aspects of representation
mentioned above — the semiotic nature of representation, and the contingency and
agency implied in acts of representation. Post-colonial critics such as Bhabha and
Spivak account for these aspects in their writing, but they do not explicitly state how

4 See Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin’s canonical definition of appropriation and abrogation, for
example (Empire Writes Back 38f). Here again, my generalization about ideological motivation is
questionable but necessary and provisional.

5 Spivak’s conclusion needs to be read within the context of her argument directed against academic
misconceptions. Her aim is to wam critics of the danger of making “transparent” (“Subaltern” 272,
279, 294, etc.) their position when they presuppose that the subaltern can speak and that they can
report this speech in its authenticity. Although they have developed powerful critiques of the
sovereign subject, Foucault, Deleuze, and others, she contends, “reintroduce the undivided [and
sovereign] subject into the discourse of power” by unquestioningly valorizing “the oppressed as
subject” (274). In another context, one could speculate that Spivak may have said “yes, the subaltern
can speak;” indeed, she concedes that “[r]eporting on, or better still, participating in, antisexist work
among women of color or women in class oppression in the First World or the Third World is
undeniably on the agenda. We should also welcome all the information retrieval in these silenced
areas that is taking place in anthropology, political science, history, and sociology. Yet the
assumption and construction of a consciousness or subject sustains such work and will, i the long
run, cohere with the work of imperialist subject-constitution, mingling epistemic violence with the
advancement of learning and civilization. And the subaltern woman will be as mute as ever” (295,
my italics). Therefore, in the long run it is advisable to remind ourselves strategically that the
subaltern cannot speak.

6 In the interview entitled “Criticism, Feminism, and The Institution,” Spivak and Elizabeth Grosz
discuss further implications and difficulties of what I briefly characterize here as a contradiction.
(See The Post-colonial Critic 1-16).
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they conceive of identity.” This is understandable since they are working within a
theoretical framework that is indebted to psycho-analysis and deconstruction, neither
of which can accept a stabilization of the term. Indeed, the critique of the sovereign
subject and of the tendency, in the West, to conflate the two concepts of subject and
individual, amounts to a denial of the possibility and desirability of such a
stabilization. However, if we want to address the question of the position of the post-
colonial critic pragmatically, I believe it is necessary to explore how one could
describe identity from a more functional perspective, even if this means running the
risk of theoretical incoherence.® I therefore turn to the work done by the social
psychologists Weigert, Teitge, and Teitge in Society and Identity and offer a
systematized set of assumptions about identity and culture that is indebted to their
exploration of the concept for sociological psychology:®

1) human beings interact with one another and can therefore be defined as
social creatures;

2)  in order for interaction between human beings to function, social groups
develop semiotic systems which regulate interaction and allow for
meaning(s) to emerge and be circulated,

3) as the result of the need for signification and definition that arises when
human beings interact in a specific historical context, identity is
constituted as such a semiotic system; it can be achieved as singular
identity or group identity;

4)  identity is thus always socially and historically determined, whether it is
the result of an individual’s need for self-definition or a group’s need for
group-definition;

5) though it draws its effectiveness from the stability of being a semiotic .

system, identity is in fact a process that integrates social and historical
changes;

6) depending on the kind of interaction engaged in, and on the form of power
involved between the persons or groups interacting, the need for identity

7 Spivak does so occasionally, and usually in the negative, for example in “Strategy, Identity,
Writing”: “one needs to be vigilant against simple notions of identity which overlap neatly with
language or location. I'm deeply suspicious of any determinist or positivist definition of identity, and
this is echoed in my attitude to writing styles. I don’t think one can pretend to imitate adequately that
to which one is bound. So, our problem, and our solution, is that we do pretend this imitation when
we write, but then must do something about the fact that one knows this imitation is not OK
anymore” (38).

8 In several of the interviews collected in The Post-colonial Critic, Spivak herself has repeatedly
rejected the desire for theoretical purity in feminism, subaltern, or multicultural studies. The call for
contingency has been repeatedly made in recent feminist and post-colonial theory; see for example
Judith Butler’s “Contingent Foundations,” to which I refer below.

9 Weigert, Teitge, and Teitge begin their study of the concept of identity with a historical overview of
its emergence in the social sciences. They show that it has existed since the 1940s but that it became
a central focus of interest in sociology only in the 80s. This should be kept in mind if we are to pre-
vent ourselves from universalizing the concept of identity by dehistoricizing and decontextualizing it.

will be determined either by psychological, spiritual, social, or political
factors; other factors, such as economic, religious, or ethnic. ones can_be
subsumed under either one or several of the first four mentioned, wh_10h
may also occur in combination; thus, religious iden_ﬁ.ty, for example, isa
combination of a person’s interaction with a god (sp.mtual f.actor).and with
other people who have or seek the same form of interaction with a god
(social factor);

7)  culture is the larger symbolic framework within which identity gains a
greater potential of meaning either for an individual or for a group;

8) as such culture draws its signifying potential ﬁqm the past (e. g thIngh a
tradition) and from a vision of the fusture; this is its temporal dimension,

9) culture also draws signifying potential from place, either in terms of an
actual or imagined location; this is its spatial dimension;

10) cultural identity results from the efforts made by a group to organise their
lives in a specific time and place according to, or with the help of a culture
which thus becomes a distinctive symbolic system among a variety of
others; :

>11) cultural identity, just like any other form of identity, can be perceived as a
constraining or a liberating structure;

12) therefore, as a symbolic system with a social funqtion, cultural identity
conditions individuals or groups of individuals, be it chosen or imposed,
but it can also be modified by them according to the nature and degree of
their needs.

In the light of such an understanding of identity and culture, it is possible to
conceive of the position of the critic in a more complex way than the s;mple
dichotomy of criticized object and criticizing subject usually sug%est§. Il;l’deed,.lp my
view identity should be problematized with respect not only to the object pf criticism
but also to the speaking “subject.” Also, a perception of the object as possible spbject
with whom the critic engages in some form of interaction may allow us to avoxgl thi
trap of neo-imperialist commodification of the “subaltern,” the “post-colpnial subject,
the “marginal,” or the “colonized.” As Judith Butler perceptively argues in “Contingent
Foundations,”

this implication of the terms of criticism in the field of power is not the
advent of a nihilistic relativism incapable of furnishing norms, but, r.a‘;her,
the very precondition of a politically engaged critique. [:..] [The cngc’s]
task is to interrogate what the theoretical move that establishes foundations
authorizes, and what precisely it excludes or forecloses. (6-7)

Thus, the position of the speaking subject must be made visib}e and its unexpressed
involvement in trying to gain control over power has to be exal'{unegl. . .
Indeed, the subject in critical discourse is there as an mev1tgb;l1ty; because it
constitutes itself within the framework of the academic institution, it is often equated
with the author who aspires to be the controlling consciousness that produces the text.
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But could the author not efface her/himself consciously at times in favour of other
subjects? Rather than reporting what the other has said or summarizing it in such a
way that it strengthens the author’s position of authority, extensive quotations could be
made that do not have the sole purpose of proving the quoting subject’s argument. The
other, intruding text should be permitted to stand for itself, perhaps as a voice that is
not in tune with the author’s; to a certain degree, its presence should allow for
dissonances of a kind similar to those which occur in conversation or discussions.
Making space for these other speaking subjects is not enough, however, as they will
never be heard by readers who are not trained to listen to and respect heterogeneity, or
who refuse to cooperate by accepting that critical discourse needn’t always be a source
of institutional power for the individual authorizing consciousness that seems to
produce it.

Another practical means of avoiding a neo-colonial attitude in research, teaching,
and criticism is to differentiate between audiences that one addresses as a critic or as a
teacher, since it is through communication with specific audiences that one’s ethics are
put to the test. Of course, control over an audience’s reaction is impossible; in fact,
this may be precisely the boon of speaking and writing to a large and varied audience.
A further possibility of avoiding neo-colonialism in criticism is to be prepared to allow
for reciprocity both in criticism and in teaching. A relational and dynamic
understanding of identity such as the one I have outlined very summarily above will
allow for such a possibility, as well as freeing the “real” other from the position of the
object. Indeed, if we are concerned about the effect of our own critical discourse on
the colonial other as a political constituent rather than as a concept that is a necessary
tool in our logocentric self-identification, we need to replace any “speaking about” by
a “speaking and listening to” the other. This, of course, requires institutional changes
that may remain utopias if we hope for large-scale developments.

In “The Myths That Write Us,” Diana Brydon argues for a non-appropriative
attitude that the critic can try to achieve in cross-cultural readings: she refers to
“Jacques Brault’s theory of non-translation by which one aspires to ‘ne pas annexer
I’autre, devenir son héte.’... Not to take over but to host: this is the greatest strength of
the colonial mind in its approach to othemness, a strength the literary critic would do
well to emulate” (10). Of course, this has to be more than a mere rhetorical gesture,
and needs to be implemented, for example, not just in choices of curricula but in other
institutional decisions, such as the one suggested by Petronella Breinburg during a
workshop on “Cultural Mediation” at the 1990 conference of the Association for the
Study of the New Literatures in English (GNEL): she urged that Caribbean (and,
implicitly, other formerly colonised) linguists and anthropologists be encouraged to
observe and describe European languages, people, and cultures, since one of the
pernicious tendencies of academic activity was to perpetuate colonial structures
beyond the era of decolonisation.!® Indeed, the French phrase “devenir son hote” need
not be translated only as “to host somebody:” it can also mean exactly the opposite, i.e.
to become the other’s guest, thus including in the single expression devenir son hote

10 See the proceedings of this conference (Mediating Cultures, Probleme des Kulturtransfers:
Perspektiven fiir Forschung und Lehre, ed. Norbert Platz) for further meditations on the possibility,
conditions, and desirability of cultural exchange and/or mediation.
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the possibility of passivity and activity for both host and guest, of an exchange of roles
which allows for a true give-and-take in the translational (and cross-cultural?) process.

These propositions about critical attitudes and institutional decisions about
research on, and the teaching of, the “other” literatures in English can be compared
with Peter Mason’s way of dealing with the issue of being involved in talking about
the other: instead of thinking about the ontology of self and other, he contends, the
critic should consider the relation between the concepts:

The crucial point is that self and other are relative terms that are themselves
produced within the structures of alterity: in that other is always in excess
of self, always contains a surplus with respect to self, always imposes the
need to redraw the contours of self, the terms are permanently involved in a
process of definition and redefinition. (Deconstructing America 181)

Consequently, his suggestion regarding critical practice is the following:

we here prefer to start from the working assumption that “in the beginning

- is the relation,” a category of being as readiness to be filled in with a
relation between such terms as “I-Thou” or “I-it.” That is, it makes little
sense to claim that America is the Other, but it does make some sense to
treat it as the absolute Other. The difference is crucial: we replace an
ontological statement about the New World with an ethical injunction to
approach it with the deference appropriate to the other, not trying to impose
our vision on it, but in a state of readiness for what it presents to us that is
neither active nor passive (181).

My final suggestion is that we should conceive of the position of the critic. in
post-colonial studies as “in between,” not “above” or, worse, absent or transparent; the
role of the critic should be to favour a relational understanding of identity as process.
Much as we First World academics would like to, we cannot prevent ourselves
completely from appropriating the other discursively. We cannot disown our training
and the institution within which we are working, within which we want to find a job,
within which we try to transmit the knowledge and values that are important to us, and
explore territories from which we hope to retrieve cultural gain of some immaterial
kind. There is no definitive route of escape from the dead-ends of elitism and
essentialism, both of which- may to a certain degree be the inevitable corollaries of
intellectual strategies the aim of which need not necessarily be neo-imperialistic. To
avoid being trapped in elitism and essentialism, however, perhaps the critic and
theorist dealing with post-colonial literatures should be prepared to interact with the
“subalterns” without desiring to impose his or her view on them. To conclude on a
more theoretical note, I would like to suggest that it may be fruitful to engage with the
term subaltern itself as I suspect that Spivak’s use of it may be more complex than we
assume when we use the term only as a synonym for “a person of inferior rank.” In its
original, abstract formulation, subalternity, after all, includes both sameness and

" otherness.
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Which Way to Turn?
Or: What does ‘Alignment’ with Canadian Native Critical Voices
on Canadian Native Literatures Actually Mean?

SANDRA CAROLAN-BROZY

In order to resolve this colonial condition in literature we need to have Canada recognize
that first it is our condition, and second, Canada needs to view this condition as
unacceptable. In literature this means to move over and create a new space for us in the
annals of literature in Canada. It means don’t pick up a pen and imagine you need to write
on my behalf or that you should. It means that those who lay claim to a place in the
dreamspace of creativity must come to understand the difference between honest stretching
into the world of imagination and invading on someone else’s imagination.

Lee Maracle, “Post-Colonial” 15

What you have just started reading was meant to stimulate a dialogue within a small
group of students by raising some of the questions Canadian Native writers and critics
have formulated with regard to the activities, attitudes, and functions of non-Native
academics and critics. This fragmented piece of writing follows the associative pattern
of my inner debate marred and intrigued by my uncertainty, fully cognizant that there
is no beginning and no ending to the ongoing process of self-positioning and that there
is no single answer to the question of how to react to and meet with the various
demands put forward by Canadian Native writers and critics.

Looking at the “Role of the Critic in Postcolonial Studies” I do so from my
position as a Canadian/Irish woman of mixed European descent and thoroughly
German middle-class upbringing who works on a PhD thesis on contemporary
Canadian Native auto-biographies written in English within the German academic
tradition and system.

The critical reception of First Nations’ literatures from Canada is predominantly
influenced by literary criticism on Native American writing as well as by concepts
discussed with regard to the literatures in English. Within the US, there is an
established tradition of Native criticism as many of the Native authors are at the same
time influential critics as well as professors at renowned universities. Here, ideas and
terminology of current critical perspectives, e.g. postmodernism and post-colonialism,
are accepted as “part of the trade.” In Canada, however, a large number of Native
writers consciously avoid becoming part of the “establishment,” i.e. the academy and
the activity of literary criticism. The question of power relations and societal
hierarchies is repeatedly raised as there is a basic understanding of white academics
following the footsteps of missionaries and ethnographers. To put it bluntly: While the
reading of Native texts is to be promoted and teaching them is acceptable, critical
evaluation by whites is often perceived by Natives as a neo-colonialist strategy.
Nevertheless, concepts discussed among non-Native literary critics in Europe, North
America and the former Commonwealth nations have been applied to texts by
Canadian Natives. Furthermore, a new generation of university-trained Canadian
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Native critics drawing upon sources frequented by many members of academia is
beginning to publish their findings in book-length publications as well as in established
literary journals.

In search of valid research strategies in reading, teaching and studying indigenous
literatures from North America, I consciously look for standards and approaches to
these literatures as well as for queries into the possible functions of non-Native critics
formulated by aboriginal critics and writers. Re-thinking the categories I was taught
and am used to work with in the light of these ideas, I then try to develop through
dialogue an informed position of culturally, politically and socially responsible
awareness without glossing over differences and gaps in knowledge, understanding and
societal orientation, i.e., to develop a form of alignment with the demands formulated
by Native writers and critics.

But. What does alignment with Canadian Native critical voices on Canadian
Native literatures actually mean when there are at least as many approaches and
demands as there are statements by Native critics and authors?

I will try to demonstrate some of my problems in answering this question by
focusing on the Canadian Native writer, critic, political activist, orator, Native
intellectual, feminist philosopher, mother, educator and community worker Lee
Maracle, who is —I would like to phrase it “needless to say” —one of the most
published Native authors in Canada. To date, she has written two novels, three
biotexts, a collection of short stories, a volume of poetry and a book on sociology and
feminism besides her numerous essays, fictocriticism, and political writings.

First of all, the term “postcolonial” — used in the title of this workshop as a cover
term for all forms of expression we, as participants in this seminar, are dealing with -

is in itself highly questionable. Maracle denies the appropriateness of the term with
regard to indigenous literatures in North America. Referring to the status of aboriginal
nations as colonized, she argues, the term “post-colonial” renders invisible indigenous
peoples’ struggle for land ownership and political sovereignty. Applying the term
“post-colonial” to Native as well as non-Native texts in Canada, critics neglect basic
differences upon which the individual works are ‘created; Maracle accuses post-
colonial criticism of dealing with the colonizing and the colonized societies,
literatures, and criticisms without differentiation (“Post-Colonial” 15).

This leads us to the political dimension of Native writing in Canada and also to
the question of the political dimension of my role as a teacher and critic of Native
writing from North America in Germany: What exactly is my “influence” or “power
position”?

Maria Campbell — frequently referred to by Native writers in Canada as “the
mother of us all” because her autobiography Halfbreed published in 1973 became a
bestseller, encouraged numerous Native people to write and opened up publishing
opportunities for many (Keeshig-Tobias, “Interview” 83) — formulates the function of
writing and artistic work for herself as contrary to the notion of I’art pour I’art:

I didn’t start writing, making films or working in theatre because of the
need to create. I did that because I needed to survive. [...] When I say I
don’t write to create anything, I really mean that. I wish I had the luxury of
just staying home and creating beautiful things. (“Strategies” 7-8)
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Art is not perceived as separate from everyday life and activities but as the core of
culture as well as part of and means of political action, cultural survival and cultural
recovery. As the Gitksan artist and art historian Doreen Jensen puts it: “Our Art is our
cultural identity; it’s our politics” (20), and

in my language, there is no word for “Art.” This is not because we are
devpld of Art, but because Art is so powerfully integrated with all aspects
of life, we are replete with it. (17)

Convinced of the power of words and literature (Maracle, “Post-Colonial” 13), most
Native authors perceive writing as “an act of resistance, an act of re-empowerment”
(Acoosie 33; Freeman 36). Their texts thus fulfil social and political functions
(Armstrong, “Foreword” 15) as well as specific personal functions (Charnley 33), for
example, as a therapeutic means: “What that book did was give me life. It helped me to
go through a healing process, to understand where I was coming from” (Campbell,
“Strategies” 7). Consequently, many Native authors claim not to be “authors” or
“artists,” but rather “community workers” engaged in effecting and sustaining political
and social change (Freeman 36; Campbell, “Interview” 41). Thus, it comes as no
surprise that a critic’s function is perceived to be supportive of the respective social
and political causes (LaRocque xix, xxi).

The lack of differentiation between literatures of colonizing and colonized groups
under the term “post-colonial,” also (mis)leads non-Native critics, according to
Maracle, to study Native texts against and evaluate them according to criteria imposed
upon Native forms of expression by dominant European-oriented society (“Post-
Colonial” 15). While the Anishnabe writer, critic and political activist Lenore Keeshig-
Tobias asks: “Should Indian writers and thinkers be good writers and thinkers because
they- are good writers and thinkers or because they are Indian?” (“Wanted” 4), the
Anishnabe writer and academic Kimberly Blaeser points out:

The insistence on reading Native literature by way of Western literary
theory clearly violates its integrity and performs a new act of colonization
and conquest. [...] The literature is approached with an already established
theory, and the implication is that the worth of the literature is essentially
validated by its demonstrated adherence to a respected literary mode,
dynamic or style. Although the best scholars in native studies have not
applied the theories in this colonizing fashion but have employed them, the
implied movement is still that of colonization: authority emanating from the
mainstream critical center to the marginalized Native texts. (55-56)

In order to counter appropriative tendencies of criticism, Maracle lists innercultural
criteria critics should take into account:

But those of us who have pondered our memorized stories know we have
criteria for story:

- Ifthe speaker gchieves oneness with the listener, it’s a good story.
- If the listener is empowered to move to this dreamspace and re-
image his/herself, it’s a good story.
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- If the listener is empowered to move to this dreamspace and re-
imagine oneness with humanity, earth, flora and fauna, it’s a
good story.

- If the story enters the world from the dreamspace where all
good stories are born, it’s a good story.

These are my culture’s standards — conscious and unconscious — and until
they become standards alongside of yours, colonialism in literature will
prevail. (“Post-Colonial” 15)

Blaeser also argues for interpretations which use innertextual and intertextual
references as guidelines: Native literary works, she ‘argues, create a network which
suggests valid approaches to the individual texts (53, 59).

However, as Native authors do not evoke an a-historical, static picture of cultural
“authenticity” or “purity,” Native literary works may be seen as “hybrid” or “at least
bi-cultural” (Blaeser 56). Consequently, “to adequately open up the multicultural texts
of Native American literature” (Blaeser 56), its criticism might have to be at least bi-
cultural as well. Blaeser’s advocacy of Native criteria and approaches thus is to be
interpreted as providing what has been lacking:

If we need a dual vision to adequately appreciate the richness of Indian
literature, the Native half to that vision has still been conspicuously absent.
(56)

This may well be due to the misunderstanding, misinterpretation or even “invisibility”
of verbal products which deviate too far from what a non-Native (in this case:
academic) readership expects: “The issue is not that Native peoples were ever wordless
but that, in Canada, their words were literally and politically negated” (LaRocque xv).
Okanagan elder, writer, activist and educator Jeannette Armstrong and Métis architect

Douglas Cardinal’s “collaborative discourse” entitled The Native Creative Process

which presents theoretical ideas on art and creativity in the format of a dialogue
between the two Native artists’ words, a third’s, the Cree photographer, editor and
writer Greg Young-Ing’s, photographies and its readership may serve as a case in
point: This work has not influenced non-Native literary criticism on Native literatures
— at least, it is not referred to in arguments, footnotes or bibliographies — probably
because it is not perceived to be theoretical.

As the language employed reflects the underlying assumptions of a text, the
question of an appropriate language for literary criticism is a vital one. Greg Young-
Ing calls attention to the disempowering effect of the scholarly language most often
used in literary criticism: “[...] albeit well-intentioned, this body of work tends to
reduce the emotionally, historically and culturally-charged issues to dry-information-
laden legalise and/or academic jargon™ (182). To counter these effects, Blaeser again

refers critics to the language used and suggested in the literary works themselves (53, .

59). Thus, she argues for a spiraling out of a specific text and its cultural dimensions
instead of a penetration, appropriation, colonization or conquest from the outside (53,
56). Maracle argues that language is a site of power politics and accuses literary critics
of using jargon in order to exclude Native people from the debate:
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By presenting theory in a language no one can grasp, the speaker (or writer)
retains authority over thought. By demanding that all thoughts (theory) be
presented in this manner in order to be considered theory (thought), the
presenter retains the power to make decisions on behalf of others. |[...] For
Native people, the ridiculousness of European academic notions of
theoretical presentation lies in the inherent hierarchy retained by academics,
politicians, law makers, and law keepers. Power resides with the theorists so
long as they use language no one understands. In order to gain the right to
theorize, one must attend their institutions for many years, learn this other
language, and unleamn our feeling for the human condition. Bizarre.
(“Oratory” 89-90)

To Maracle, de-personalized critical language reflects a process of de-humanization
and she asks: “What is the point of presenting the human condition in a language
separate from the human experience: passion, emotion, and character?” (“Oratory”
89). Thus, the question of language use leads to the basic assumptions behind scholarly
analysis which have been addressed in the so-called “theory/anti-theory” debate — a
discussion of the nature of theory, theoretical thought, and theoretical presentation:

I have become aware that what separates us [i.e., Native and Euroamerican
theorists] is not just language; [...] This negation of self and avoidance of
responsibility for the self allows Northamericans to speak of things like
“development” and mean “stripmining,” [...] “women” when they mean
white women, [..] “gossip” when they mean feminine sociology,
“sociology” when they mean white male studies [...] The very tragic part of
this is that they themselves do not see that they don’t understand the
meaning of the words they use. They use we when they mean no one.
(Maracle, “Nobody Home” 116-117)

While often counted among the “anti-theorists,” Maracle defines herself as a theorist
and explicitly engages in the question of what constitutes theory and its valid forms of
representation. However, her definition of the term differs vastly from the concepts
proclaimed by European-oriented academia:

When I say I am a theorist I mean I have come to grips with my self, in
solitude and my solidarity with the entire earth in the context of my lineage,
past, present and future. I am careful in my consideration of that lineage. I
am careful of creation. (“Nobody Home” 116)

Presenting inter-relatedness and personal responsibility as the basis of a theorist’s self-
image and of theoretical thought, Maracle opposes what she calls “eras[ing] people
from theoretical discussion” (“Oratory” 88) and argues for a conscious self-
centeredness of theoretical texts as a strategy of meeting the demands of honesty and
responsibility: “T am responsible for the theory presented, thus, I place myself at the
center of every story” (“Nobody Home” 118). Maracle negates all concepts of de-
personalized, scholarly objectivity so common among European-oriented academics.
To her, “[c]lomplete thought is the mother of theory and theoretical perception”
(“Nobody Home” 115), and “[clomplete thought” is at once “passionate sensual,
emotional, analytical, directional, spiritual and lineage connected” (“Nobody Home”
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115). Similar to Maracle, the Native writer, storyteller, community activist and
educator Joy Asham Fedorick detects linear thinking and the dichotomies and
hierarchies it creates as responsible for the social ills most Native writers fight against:

That racism is a symptom of a kind of thinking, a thinking that allows
hierarchy to govern and injustice to prevail. I am committed in my work to
address that hierarchy, to destabilize the kind of thinking that it generates.
(“Decolonizing” 58)
One strategy employed by Native authors in order to shatter the foundations and
frameworks of linear thinking is to write what Fedorick refers to as “participatory”
texts (“Fencepost” 29). According to Maracle, this approach is grounded in the
tradition of storytelling as storytellers and stories told provide listeners with the insight
and tools needed to create meaning;

I tried very hard to draw the reader into the centre of the story, in just the
same way the listener of our oral stories is drawn in. At the same time the
reader must remain central to the working out of the drama of life
presented. (Truth 13)

And Fedorick demands:

analogies, footnotes, boxes full of examples, quotes, anecdotes are used to
reinforce themes and scatter your linear, herded thought patterns into a
right-brain intuitive mode. Not scientific you say!! Bah, Humbug!! If one
believes the issue of who tells our stories can be addressed through
scientific theory, statistical analysis of dependent and independent variables
with cost-benefit ratios applied, put this article down right now.
(“Fencepost” 29)

Despite the fact that Blaeser is usually counted among the “theorists”, her call for an
inclusive, non-oppositional language in criticism similarly derives from her
understanding of dichotomies as reinforcing “the dominant position of the Euro-
American literary aesthetic” (57):

The emerging critical language expressing this central aesthetic
characteristic of Native literature [i.e., ideas of circularity] need not or
should not have to base its existence or integrity on an oppositional
relationship. (58)

The challenge presented to me is not (only) how to present non-linear concepts in a
linear manner and format, but to make room for theoretical tracks of thought which
differ from what has been dear to academia — the notion of depersonalized objectivity
as scholarly vantage point and pre-requisite of scholarly analysis:

Some of us de-colonizing Native scholars are challenging existing conven-
tions in research methodology, notions of objectivity, and writing styles. So
far, there has been little comprehension on the part of our colleagues. The
academic world may be the hardest nut to crack. (LaRocque xxi)

Nevertheless, the political and social realities are still with me. As Young-Ing points
out, non-Native critics need to take into account that their voices might be more easily
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published and therefore take up space that could be used by indigenous people (182).
Thus he demands strategically at least a verbal tribute to the importance of indigenous
voices: “[...] these academics do not promote Aboriginal Voice nor do they speak for
Aboriginal peoples’ unique perspective on the issues” (182). In the context of the
(white) women’s movement, Maracle argues for “Moving Over” and claims:

To empower women of color, white women will have to learn to give up
some of their privilege, including the privilege of power, and share it with
women of color. That is our reality (“Moving Over” 11).

What about the Native/non-Native dialogue which, as Native artists state, is of prime
importance in order to develop strategies of alignment (Jensen 19)? While some Native
writers and crifics include non-Native readers and critics among those capable of
developing the de-colonization skills described above,

as readers, it is our responsibility to join this circle humbly, to listen
actively, to accept responsibility, to become more informed, to recognize
our complacency, to face our pasts, to remember, to confront the vestiges of
imperialist thought which still cling to the edges of our minds, and to create
new opportunities for telling and dispelling through our andience. In words,
the healing continues. (Damm 113)

While others encourage me to engage in the process, “[a]s listener/reader, you become
the trickster, the architect of great social transformation at whatever level you choose”
(Maracle, Truth 13), they simultaneously remind me of the trickster’s experiences, thus
calling attention to traps I may well set for myself, e.g., self-centredness and social,
political and gendered ignorance:

As is sometimes said of the Trickster when he falls victim to his own folly,
this creature never learns. (Keeshig-Tobias, “Magic” 175)
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Reading for Transparency? Rereading the Obscure

TOBIAS DORING

The question first came up in a panel discussion with the African American feminist
critic and poet Audre Lorde. A woman in the audience (white, German, middle class)
got up and said that she fully appreciated what Audre Lorde had revealed about white
male oppression and institutional racism in First World countries and about the need to
include black women into the picture, but how could she, the speaker herself, possibly
teach her students an African novel when so many things referred to in this text were
so unfamiliar to her as a European, so difficult to understand and sometimes so
obscure that she did not know how to deal with it. What was there to do about this
problem, she would really like to know, where could she turn to for help.

This scene (witnessed at a guest lecture in the English department of the FU
Berlin, many years ago) rehearses the same routine that Spivak evokes at the outset of
her article “How to read a ‘culturally different’ book.” She observes that the demand
for a multicultural curriculum has effected, even if painfully slowly, the “inclusion of
global English in the college curriculum” — an inclusion, however, that does not simply
add variety and local colour to the familiar reading list, but poses crucial problems for
the familiar strategies of reading, Its results, she goes on to declare, are often dubious
precisely “because neither teacher nor student is usually prepared to take the texts
historically and /or politically” (Spivak 126). But what exactly does this mean? How
would a historical and/or political understanding of culturally different texts solve the
problem of the German reader intending to teach an African book? And what role
would the critic play in this scenario?

Here, Audre Lorde’s response to the question is interesting, She, in turn, asked
the speaker whether she had taught her students Shakespeare and whether she had met
with any difficulties trying to make sense of his texts, or whether the works of this
“white male author” contained nothing unfamiliar or obscure. Lorde’s point in
reversing the question need hardly be spelled out. It effectively lies in a critique of
“our” concept of “the familiar,” delineating a cultural terrain in which, say,
Shakespeare is included as “our contemporary” whereas contemporary Third World
writing is excluded for being different, difficult and/or obscure to “us.” With this
critique she seems to suggest that literature by, say, African women would be as
accessible and familiar to European readers had we only spent as much critical energy
on it as on Shakespeare and had it been credited with as much cultural value. This may
be called the canon-argument and its political plausibility may hardly be contested. But
still, it hardly solves the problem either. Granted the point that “familiarity” as much as
“cultural difference” are political constructs, and given the fact that cultural canons,
the teaching machine and affiliative institutions keep a firm ideological grip on us —
any attempt at breaking away from these controlling structures must become ever more
difficult, if not actually futile. Unless we are prepared to subscribe to the belief in
individual self-creation and genuine independence, we must acknowledge the
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institutional powers that have shaped our social roles no less than our reading lists.
And yet, the political imperative towards a multicultural canon demands that we do not
use the past to excuse the future. How then can we move on, critically, politically and
practically, towards a multicultural canon?

Spivak leads the way in that she walks “a conscientious teacher through a limpid
novel by R K. Narayan, The Guide” (Spivak 126). The choice of this text no less than
the choice of metaphor in this statement appear to be highly significant because they
qffer a central paradigm for the function of the critic in postcolonial (as well as other
literary) studies. Spivak’s first-person persona here assumes the role of a guide herself
Who takes strangers/readers through an unfamiliar territory/text using her linguistic
lustqrical, ethnological as well as textual knowledge as assistance for this task, anci
prpwdipg “a feminist reader or teacher in the USA” with precisely the information she
might like to have in order to grasp the strategies of representation used in the book
(133). .The metaphor recurs. Consider Homi Bhabha’s final paragraph in “The
Commitment to Theory,” in which he introduces us to the concept of Third Space and
cqncludgs by promising future exploration: “For a willingness to descend into that
alien territory — where I have led you — may reveal that the theoretical recognition of
the split-space of enunciation may open the way to conceptualizing an international
culture [...]” (Bhabha 38).

These conceptual strategies cast the critic into the role of tour guide and explorer
or, for unenlightened readers, make him/her into something like an emissary of h'g,ht,
clarifying the obscure, rendering the difficult transparent and shedding light on an;j
area of darkness. The Conradian vocabulary is deliberately chosen here. Operating in
Fhe name of the enlightenment, such reading practices would indeed seem to rehearse,
if not actually reproduce, the functional patterns of travel, rescue and adventure that
we ‘are familiar with from the heydays of imperialism. In their effort to track the
discursive jungle of a postcolonial text, professional readers posing as critical
explorers are in danger of following in the footsteps of Stanley, Speke or Burton.

I may be carrying the point too far, but if my scenario is seen — at least in
principle — to bear some affinity with actual reading practices in the university arena,
the role of the critic in postcolonial studies would seem to be entirely played out in a
colom:al frame. The point has not been lost on shrewd observers. It was Sara Suleri
whof in her powerful study on The Rhetoric of English India, remarked “that the model
of nineteenth-century imperialism has never been so well replicated as it has in the
_relatlon between writers and critics in the postcolonial academy” (Suleri 154). And it
is the international division of labour between Third World suppliers of raw
material/texts and the First World academic industry that processes and markets them,
which might be taken to bear out her argument. The situation is not principally new,
thppgh it has lately become more glaringly obvious as the position of metropolitan
criticism/theory vis-a-vis Third World writing has been increasingly questioned. But
even in the early years of decolonization when, for instance, anglophone African

_writing gradually emerged and new voices broke through the barriers of colonial

silence, the question of address and audience was never uncontested, Western experts
even then rose to the occasion and used their ethnographic information to clarify the
dark spots in any African text (mythology, ritual, proverbs: you get it) — for the benefit
of Western readers who might otherwise have difficulties in understanding, The issue
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is not whether such a practice served a pragmatic purpose, but whether it has
inadvertently invested in a discourse of transparency that pervades and prolongs
colonial patterns.

Glossing is a case in point. In a postcolonial text situated between conflicting
histories and cultures, language is the prime site on which the political cross-currents
of deculturation, indigenization and appropriation meet and interact. What is more, in a
narrative con/text language is often made to serve a largely referential function,
constituting the mimetic relation with the world which the text reconstructs. Therefore,
a shared repertoire of meanings, socially perpetuated and linguistically available in the
vocabulary, is a crucial prerequisite for fiction. In the anglophone novel from Africa,
for instance, a long-time convention (inherited from colonial literature about African
settings) makes ample use of English for representing African languages, interspersed
with indigenous expressions printed in italics. These, however, seldom occur in
isolation, but are either instantaneously translated, explained through contextualisation
or glossed in alphabetical order, often added at the end of the book. The cultural
implications of such conventions as well as the other linguistic strategies used to
convey an African mother tongue through the written medium of a European other
tongue, have extensively been studied (cf. Zabus) and need not concern us here. What
should concern us in the present context, however, is the simple point that linguistic
operations such as glossing, translating or explaining all require a competent bi-
cultural operator, that is, a functional mediator situated at the interface of languages
and working — not unlike Spivak’s guide —in the interests of enlightenment. Who is
qualified to occupy this position and what qualifications would he or she need?

There have been times in postcolonial studies when the call for indigenous critics
(as opposed to outside experts) was imperative (cf. Chinweizu et al). And, no doubt,
we are all the wiser for it and have benefitted greatly from the fact that the academic

one-way traffic has, at least in parts, been thoroughly reversed. But if the prevailing

tendency is to credit only those people with provisional authority in postcolonial
readings who, by virtue of biographical circumstance or personal fate, straddle an
intercultural divide — the matter may become just as problematic. Though Spivak never
tires to point out her Indian passport, she has also unambiguously stated that an
indigenous critic or commentator “is not necessarily helpful. To think the contrary is to
fetishise national origin and deny the historical production of the colonial subject”
(Spivak 143). This reminder is well-placed and deserves attention: origin and
autobiography should not be read as authenticating narratives that would confer
authority on critical positions. Just as the colonial subject is historically produced, so is
the postcolonial reader. And if, after all, the project of mental decolonization is to
proceed in places like the classroom, multicultural literacy must be handled as a matter
of teaching and acquisition. But where does this leave our bewildered teacher (white,
middle class, German), all willing to include African writing but not knowing how to
deal with its obscurity? When anthropology and ethnographic readings are more than
dubious helpmates in the project, where else can she/he turn?

It may not be entirely unwarranted at this point to remember Audre Lorde’s
advice and look for helpful readings in the most familiar places such as in the works of
William Shakespeare. This is what I now propose to do— with the following
reasoning; If the generally practised role of critic in postcolonial studies is implicated
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in, to say the least, a problematic discursive tradition, one way to approach the
problem may indeed lie in questioning the aim of textual transparency to which
enlightened criticism has subscribed, and in allowing for strategic uses of obscurity
when dealing with “culturally different” texts. This approach could indeed start with
one of the first constructions of a “subaltern” figure in English literature, the
Caribbean son of an African mother, “speaking” in the most elaborate though acquired
language, Shakespeare’s Caliban. To the extent that this particularly challenging figure
from The Tempest as well as other figures from the Shakespeare-family have been re-
inserted into the political discourses from which they emerged and with which they
interact, their supposed “contemporaneity” has yielded to a historical perspective in
which they might appear rather less familiar, but in which they invite intertextual
readings that nevertheless relate them to topical concerns. Caliban is clearly relevant
here. Ever since George Lamming and other Caribbean writers, through creative
rewritings and critical re-interpretations, dislodged him from the lofty realm of literary
romance and re-established his discursive links with English ventures into the New
World, the colonial connections have become ever more prominent and creatively
traced by generations of writers. Criticism has followed suit and, with the turn to New
Historicism or Cultural Materialism, has directed its atention to the social energies
from which the Caliban-figure has emerged and on which it has impressed itself, Most
prominently, Caliban’s use of language marks his, and our, postcolonial predicament.

Caliban’s most famous lines in which he challenges the authority of his English
master and teacher (L, ii, 365-367: “You taught me language; and my profit on’t/ Is, I
know how to curse. The red plague rid you/ For learning me your language”) shift, or
vacillate, uneasily between “language” and “your language,” that is, between some
universalised concept of human communication and some particularised concept of a
specific code, Prospero’s (English, or fictional Italian) language. Behind this shift, or
vacillation, lies the ideological insecurity of early modern discourses about New World
inhabitants with regard to the question whether or not the natives were to be
considered human. If humanity were conferred on them, some form of language,
different but articulate, could not reasonably be denied: prior to his education and
enslavement Caliban then must have spoken in some obscure but human idiom. If,
however, New World natives were relegated to the status of brutes and beasts, all their
efforts at human communication would be owed to teaching and rely entirely on an
acquired tongue. The important point is that only in this latter case Calibanic language
— a language totally derived from the master model and completely dependent on its
forms — could possibly be transparent to the colonisers, whereas in the former case it
would remain obscure.

Shakespeare’s text, significantly, offers a double reading for this question, which
Stephen Greenblatt in a seminal article of 1976 has followed and contextualised. On
the one hand, the play rejects all contemporary stereotypes of the Nobel Savage for
Caliban and instead invests into the alternative European fantasy of Wild Man. His
language, on the other hand, is the one, but crucial, feature that resists such
categorization. Not only does he speak in verse (unlike the European underdogs and
drunkards among the shipwrecked party), but he is also given some of the most
memorable, if referentially complex, speeches: )
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I prithee, let me bring you where crabs grow;
And I with my long nails will dig thee pig-nuts;
Show thee a jay’s nest, and instruct thee how

To snare the nimble mamoset; I'll bring thee

To clustering filberts, and sometimes I'll get thee
Young scamels from the rock (II, ii, 167-172)

Memorable lines indeed, but what exactly do they mean? Greenblatt writes about
them:

The rich, irreducible concreteness of the verse compels us to acknowledge
the independence and integrity of Caliban’s construction of reality. We do
not sentimentalize this construction — indeed the play insists that we judge it
and that we prefer another — but we cannot make it vanish into silence.
Caliban’s world has what we might call opacity, and the perfect emblem of
that opacity is the fact that we do not to this day know the meaning of the
word “scamel”. (Greenblatt 575)

The lexical difficulty, calling for a gloss that no-one has as yet provided, is symptom
of a larger plot in which Caliban is de-familiarised. Even if, in the very lines cited, he
volunteers as a guide through the island to take us to its marvels, the semantics of his
language remain impenetrable because some of the referents cannot be construed. His
reality, even while laying itself open to the European gaze, resists understanding, At
the same time, however, it resists silencing, Thus the progress of enlightened criticism
trying to make things/ words/ worlds transparent grinds to an unexpected halt.

I would not wish to insinuate a parity of Caliban with postcolonial writers;
Shakespeare’s subaltern is, after all, constructed on European grounds and placed, as
Peter Hulme reminds us, at the intersection of Mediterranean and Atlantic discourses
both informed with hegemonic codes (Hulme 108). What I do wish to suggest,
however, is a functional equivalence in the positioning of well-read readers. Caliban’s
concrete and opaque lexis can be read as to effect a textual agency resistant to colonial
light and insisting on the failure of penetrating readings. Such an agency can also be
encountered in postcolonial texts indexed as obscure or difficult because they first
provoke, but ultimately fail to serve, the explanatory and exploratory techniques of
informed criticism. In this way they both offer and reject the role of expert guides for
critics, and therefore neither gratify nor frustrate the critical desire for exercising
knowledge. Thus, the obscure becomes the figure of a subaltern that cannot be read.

Before I will attempt to draw a tentative conclusion from this argument, let me
briefly illustrate what is at stake. The following example, though not randomly chosen
(it is, in fact, the first postcolonial African text that I myself tried to come to academic
terms with), is probably representative of a whole range of texts, not necessarily from
Africa alone, which could be cited here. Wole Soyinka’s early play, 4 Dance of the
Forests has long served as the focal point of a critical debate. Twenty-six years after
its first performance in 1960, James Gibbs wrote that it “is unlikely that critics will
ever agree about the meaning of this play, about whether it has any meaning” (Gibbs
69) —note the implication that the play’s meaning is established through critics’
arbitration. But however much opinions may vary, on one point all sides seem to
agree: its referential darkness. The judgements range from Dieter Riemenschneider’s
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sober diagnosis (“eines der ersten und auch der schwierigsten Stiicke”,
Riemenschneider 17), via Gerald Moore’s suspicion that the play is “likely to fail
dramatically through sheer obscurity” (Moore 36), to Bernth Lindfors’ polemical
attack when he ranks Soyinka’s plays according to their degree of obscurity, with 4
Dance leading the charts:

The meaning of the action is often hidden behind cleverly veiled allusions
and slippery symbols which seem to change shape and significance as the
transmogrifytes who inhabit the play move about freely in space and time
[...]. Disguise, duplicity, metamorphosis and revelation are recurring motifs
in the plotless plot, and as one moves deeper and deeper into the tangled
jungle of events one becomes totally lost in their complications and endless
ramifications. (Lindfors 200)

The critical language here is revealing: Lindfors narrates his reading experience in the
exact terms of Marlowe’s journey into the heart of darkness, ironically echoing the
actual plot pattern of Soyinka’s play and, inadvertently, playing himself the lead in the
part of the bewildered critic. Criticism in the wildemess, according to the view
presented here, is regarded as an operation to stabilise and retrieve meaning, rending
veils, unmasking disguise, preventing changes of significance and doing away with all
slipperiness. In short, criticism of this kind aspires to semantic pacification.

This example typifies what I have been trying to characterise and analyse as the
problem of enlightened criticism, subscribing to the goal of transparency and therewith
substituting the expertise of critics for the agency of postcolonial texts. Agency might
be the crucial index of what really is at stake, rather than the question whether or not
the subaltern “is listened to” (Spivak 138). I do not think it useful, nor indeed
permissible, to assume access to subaltern views or voices as long as “cultural
difference” marks the encounter with a text. To read such texts for transparency
neglects the essentially relational character of semiotic construction and occludes our
own involvement as readers in the pragmatics of meaning. Myths of the enlightenment
notwithstanding, there is no such thing as a stable referent to be rescued from within
“dark” texts. On the contrary, the obscure is a figure of, and a site for, the laborious
task of multiple rereadings from various, different, and diverging cultural perspectives.
It is only when I begin with these particularities of my own reading position and bring
them to bear on the text that a productive approach to culturally different books can
develop. Such an approach would respond to the question posed in the title of this
workshop by insisting that “the subaltern” can be, and indeed must be, continually and
creatively misread.
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Can ‘the Subaltern’ Be Read?
The Role of the Critic in Postcolonial Studies.
An Epilogue to a Workshop

RENATE EIGENBROD

I would like to preface my epilogue with a prologue. At the workshop I was in a
different position than the other participants not only because I had heard too late
about it in order to contribute to the discussions with a written statement but also
because I had come to the topic not so much through an interest in literary theory as
through my experience of teaching for many years First Nations literature to a racially
mixed class (“the subaltern” included) in Canada. During my participation in the
workshop at the University of Frankfurt I got the opportunity to deepen my under-
standing of non-linear thinking when adding the dimension of space to the concept of
time in order to situate myself. At that same weekend of the Frankfurt workshop a
Native American Studies conference in Sault-Ste Marie, Michigan, took place to which
I had gone often and where I would have been in April 1996 had I not spent a year in
Germany. While participating in the discussions at the workshop I had to think of the
discussions on the other continent from which had emerged many examples of the so-
called postcolonial literature we were wondering how to read. I knew that in the
context of the conference “there” the concern about the ancestry of the speaker or
presenter of a paper — Native/First Nations or European — would become an issue;
however, in the context of the Frankfurt workshop I learned that such an approach
means to fetishize the bionarrative (as I had already been told by Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak in her article about “How to read a ‘culturally different’ book™). I knew that
back home in Canada in my teaching of Native literature, I, a middle class woman of
German origin, a new immigrant to Canada, would feel the pressure of “aligning”
myself not just with the literary scholars “of their own people” but also with the Native
students of my class andience. Here in Germany all I had to be concerned about was to
make my points in a scholarly manner, or so it seemed; however, the overall topic of
the workshop, “The Role of the Critic in Postcolonial Studies,” included responsibility
as a key notion. How, then, could I be responsible in this situation of relating to two
audiences? How could I synthesize the “here” and the “there™?

Pondering this dilemma I came to observations, questions and insights during the
workshop which I would like to share in this paper written after the workshop, shortly
after my return to Canada.

From my position the question that stood out in Session 1 with Sandra Carolan-
Brozy’s and Marc Colavincenzo’s statements was the one worded in the “Call for
Statements” for the workshop by Mark Stein and Tobias Doring: “How can these texts
[from culturally distant areas] be read and critically evaluated without [...] subjecting
them, in neo-Orientalist fashion, to expert Western theories?” Sandra answered this
question by suggesting to the European critic to “align” him- or herself with “the
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subaltern.” In this context “subaltern” meant “Canadian Native Critical Voices” or, to
use a term discussed later in the workshop by Mario A. Caro, “organic intellectuals”
from a first Nation who act as “intermediaries” between First Nations and immigrant
groups. Sandra’s suggestion was obviously based on the assumption that First Nations
literatures are culture-specific literatures that can best be analysed (“read”) by “experts
within these cultures,” as First Nations (Okanagan) writer Jeannette Armstrong put it
in her “Editor’s Note” to “a collection of Native academic voices on First Nations
literature,” titled Looking at the Words of Our People, the first and so far only
anthology of its kind in Canada. Jeannette Armstrong wants non-Native critics who
analyse Native literature “to draw from” those experts; she insists that they “listen to
First Nations analysis.” But I don’t think she means to suggest that one aligns oneself
with them in the sense of bringing one’s own perspective into the same line of thought,
rather that the European academic contributes to a circular organization of scholarly
literary work in which equality of all voices is guaranteed. Hence, the “reconstruction
of a new order of culturalism and relationship beyond colonial thought and practice”
(Armstrong 8) could mean for the European critic an alignment in the other sense of
the word: to join as an ally. The political connotation of the term is a reminder of “the
politics of interpretation” which qualifies a hermeneutics of cultural difference as
“postcolonial”(Said, “Opponents” 1). As allies, critics accustomed to the hegemonic,
elitist discourse of institutionalized literary criticism need to “de-hegemonize” critical
standards, a term Susanne Miihleisen used in her statement in Session 3 with respect to
language standards in literary criticism; they need “to consider that the audience for
literacy is not a closed circle of three thousand professional critics but the community
of human beings living in a society” (Said, “Opponents” 25).

Making the audience for one’s criticism less exclusive requires a redefinition of
“criticism” — Sandra pointed to the evolving genre of fictocriticism — and of (the
language of) “theory,” two implications debated throughout the workshop. But before
Western critics, or critics established in Western academia, can even ponder the
question if they want to make room in their “closed circle,” they have to ask
themselves if being all-inclusive wouldn’t lead to assuming exclusive rights and hence
another form of intellectual imperialism:

The power to narrate, or to block other narratives from forming and
emerging, is very important to culture and imperialism, and constitutes one
of the main connections between them. (Said, Culture xiii)

In the workshop, Said’s point about the danger of blocking “other narratives from
forming and emerging” was brought up in Sandra’s statement quoting First Nations
(mixed blood) poet Greg Young-Ing, manager of one of the two Native-run publishing
houses in Canada, that non-Native critics might “take up space” that could be used by
Indigenous people. The argument was resolved in our discussion by pointing at the
geo-political position of the critic: a person like me, living and working in Canada,
would need to share her space, give up some of her privileges, whereas an academic in
Germany need not be as concerned. Thinking about this some more I would say now
that if one accepts the political stance of the argument that we as non-subaltern, i.e. as
“traditional (vs. ‘organic’) intellectuals,” belonging to groups in power (if seen on a
global scale), should not be “complicitous in the same exploitative modes of
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production we are so privileged as to be able to academically criticize” (Bahri 77),
then it is no longer a question of one’s country of residence whether one takes away
space or not. We all know about and have access to the international network of
scholars meeting at international conferences and giving each other space in
publications and educational institutions, a network from which the subaltern is largely
excluded. From this perspective the question asked in the “Call for Statements”: “What
is our investment and our interest in a (literary) history that is not unproblematically
‘ours’?” should be raised in an ethical sense and should not just “call for practical
consideration and involve a theoretical challenge”. I agree with Deepika Bahri’s point
in her article in the journal Ariel, “What is Postcolonialism?”, which I read after the
workshop, where she insists that we cannot “afford ethical blind spots in what
certainly was meant [i.e. postcolonialism] to be an enterprise growing from a need for
moral accountability” (Bahri 53).

The “need for moral accountability” was prominent in the discussions at the
workshop in which the term “responsibility” was repeatedly used, e.g. in Mario A.
Caro’s statement about the role of “the organic intellectual” which he ended with
pointing at a certain kind of “postcolonial practice” that is “a strong warning against a
type of scholarship that is irresponsive and irresponsible.” Responsible scholarship
implies a responsible scholar; it implies a subject that can be made responsible and
accountable, hence the necessity to personalize literary criticism, to acknowledge “that
it is true that no production of knowledge in the human sciences can ever ignore or
disclaim its author’s involvement as a human subject in his own circumstances” (Said,
Orientalism 11). Eliminating anonymity in written works of criticism does not only
mean to grant agency to a specific subject but also to create an awareness of the
audience a critic is writing for. Anne Zimmermann defined the position of the critic in
post-colonial studies as relational: “in the beginning is the relation”(and not the word),
Edward Said explains that “no one writes simply for oneself [...] There is always an
Other; and this Other willy-nilly turns interpretation into a social activity” (Said,
“Opponents” 3). If I want my critical writing to be responsible, I should be “in relation
to” a specific audience.

After the workshop I came across a definition of “responsible criticism” which
corresponded with many of the points made in our discussion: “In order for criticism to
be responsible it must always be addressed to someone who can contest it.” (Talal
Asad, quoted in the Prologue to Krupat, Ethnocriticism). Such definition of criticism
demands a re-consideration and, may be, a total change of the academic criteria for
scholarly literary work. As long as the language of literary theory is used by an elite
writing for each other to stay in power (as has been criticised by women writers of
colour like Barbara Christian), “the subaltern” will be read in an irresponsible manner.
If it is written in relation to and for the people the literature is emerging from (and
Mario Caro’s differentiation between the “authentic” subaltern and “the organic
intellectual” should be well taken here), it may need to be totally restructured.

Throughout the workshop we questioned the use of our language and the
necessity of creating categories like “postcolonial” and “subaltern” and debated if such
discourse “subtly enacts colonial disempowerment” (Marc Colavincenzo). The term
“postcolonial,” for example, groups together various colonial peoples, cultures and
histories; such non-differentiation, as discussed by Mark Stein in relation to Homi
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Bhabha’s critical work, may well disempower the respective people as their individual
experiences are not “read” on their own terms (e.g. non-differentiation between settlers
and Indigenous people). Here literary theory decontextualizes — for the sake of being
able to theorize. Also the term “subaltern” (or “minority,” or “marginal”) is a
definition from above, from outside and not from within the respective group. That it is
only used as a “concept metaphor,” as one workshop participant argued, i.e. a term
without a literal referent, merely emphasizes the dehumanizing effect of such
language. First Nations (Cree/West Coast) writer and critic Lee Maracle describes “the
right to theorize” as a right which requires to “unlearn our feeling for the human
condition” (Maracle 13). Listening from my in-between position to our debate about
the justification of a certain terminology when it comes to the reading of subaltern
texts, I understood why Mohawk writer Beth Brant hesitated to write down and
publish stories of abuse and violence that were told to her, why she feared to “betray”
the person (and her pain). If such texts are analysed by people who “don’t love,” as she
says, the people who gave the story (Brant 13), there might be indeed a case of
“betrayal” because, as another workshop participant put it, the experience is
“denigrated by tuning it down to a discursive level.” A similar concern, worded more
generally as a criticism of our time, was expressed by Uwe Schéfer in his statement
about “Critics (lost) in Space” where he suggested to discuss “whether the (re-)
establishment of love (as opposed to consumerist desire) and hope (as opposed to
messianism) is possible in postmodern times.”

In order to attain “institutional validation and certification” (Spivak,
“Poststructuralism” 222), critics feel pressured into naming and categorizing, At the
workshop we discussed how such moves of generalizing could be dialectically
counteracted by moves of specifying. Names “such as Indian, Asian, British, etc. are
burdened by their imbrications in the materiality of history,” as Schwarz and Ray
(162) point out summarizing an argument made by Spivak. To abstract from the
specific historical context means to disempower the people who are fighting to free
themselves from the burden of colonialism. It is in this context that I want to come
back to an argument which I mentioned in my prologue about fetishizing the
bionarrative when believing the (subaltern) member of a group more than an outsider.
While it is true that “authentic,” “truthful” knowledge is not guaranteed by one’s
ancestry and/or life experience, it is also a valid argument that a people who are in the
process of determining their own lives and histories think and feel that they can better
represent themselves than be represented by “someone else,” and that “essentializing”
(e.g. certain cultural values) is part of an identity finding process which should not be
invalidated by the critic who tries to be postcolonial. The “denial of subjectivity” is “a
luxury not available to cultures still contending for some modicum of expression”
(Bahri 69). Instead of silencing any voices the critic should try to capture multiple and,
most likely, conflicting voices which make up a culture and an individual. Anne
Zimmermann argued in Session 3 of the workshop for a critical language that would
contain “extensive quotations that are allowed to stand for themselves, perhaps as
voices that are not in tune with the speaking subject’s and allow for dissonances of a
kind similar to those which occur in conversation or discussion.” This mode of
discourse sets itself apart from the discourse of the conqueror as Todorov explains his
own extensive use of quotations in La Conquéte de I’ Amerique. Changing the style of
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scientific writing into something that resembles a conversation can be taken one step
further. Susanne Miihleisen explored the (boundaries of) language of the critic with
examples from the West Indies where critics challenged conventional divisions
between “oral/creative Creole and written/scientific standard English” and have written
papers in the indigenous vernacular.The workshop ended on 2 cautionary note. The
last word of the last statement by Tobias Déring was “misread.” In my opinion, to
acknowledge that not everything can be explained or made “transparent” apd that
mistakes will undoubtedly be made (although in the arena of posycolon}al studies they
might be considered “dangerous”) was a good way to end the discussions. When the
settlers came to North America, they needed help in the wilderness from the people to
whom this was no wilderess; in the area of literary studies the critic coming from the
outside will also need help from the people inside a certain way of constructing texts.
It may be “dangerous” to use images like “darkness,” “impenetrability,” and
“obscurity” in order to indicate the challenge these texts provide as such images could
be easily read as stereotyping the mysterious Native who cannot be understood by
means of rational thinking; however, they also communicate thg message that the
reasoning of Western civilization has its limitations so that the critic in postcploma]
studies should understand him- or herself more as a receiver than as a prov1der. of
knowledge. I left the thought-provoking discussions of the workghop with the feeling
of an ambivalence I find most pointedly expressed in Gayatri Spl.vak.’s essay “Theory
in the Margin:” “even as we join in the struggle to establish the institutional study of
marginality we must still go on saying ‘And yet ... > (154).
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